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Even as Peru anticipates a US resumption of drug-interdiction flights, it has temporarily suspended
coca eradication in the Apurimac and Huallaga valleys after thousands of coca growers protested
against the program. In agreeing to halt the eradication program, the government ended three days
of protests by coca growers from the Alto Huallaga, Monzon, and Padre Abad valleys.
On June 28, Peru's anti-drug agency (Desarrollo de Vida sin Drogas, Devida) signed an agreement
to suspend all coca eradication programs in the Alto Huallaga valley. Nils Ericsson, head of
Devida, said, "It is true that, because of the unprecedented social unrest in coca-growing areas,"
Peru has "agreed to stop the forced eradication program in some areas for the time being" while
it "restructures" existing plans. The following day, Devida reached an agreement with coca
growers in the Apurimac valley, and the government also agreed to suspend the activities of CARE
International, an Atlanta-based nongovernmental agency that acts as the contractor for the US
Agency for International Development (USAID).
The 10-point agreement calls for CARE to immediately stop all activities in the Apurimac valley,
where it recently completed the first year of a three-year contract. CARE says it has used US
government funds to promote legal alternatives to coca growing by building roads and schools and
helping coca farmers switch to crops such as coffee, cacao, and asparagus. "Everything that CARE
has said is an absolute lie. They have done nothing to help coca farmers or to address the problems
of the valley," Devida official Hugo Cabieses said. "All the funds for alternative development stay
with the intermediaries."
Coca grower Raul Pena said the campesinos have seen little of the aid money poured into anti-coca
programs. "Nothing is making it to the coca grower," Pena said. "The money ends up somewhere
else along the way." "We don't want eradication," says Lucy Macera, who has a small coca plot in
the valley. "They've eradicated our crops for 18 years and what have we gotten? Nothing. All this
talk about other crops and markets for our products is just lies."
For many campesinos, growing coca is strictly a matter of economic survival. The price of a 55-kilo
sack of coca has jumped to US$45 recently, close to the all-time high of US$50 registered in the early
1990s. Even if the price were to fall by half, it would still bring in more than three times as much
money as any other viable crop. The fourfold increase in the price of coca leaf since 1999 combined
with a dramatic drop in the international price for coffee and cacao has fed a return to coca growing.
US drug program fails to curb poverty US officials were apparently surprised by the Devida
decision. "President [Alejandro] Toledo recognized last week the necessity of eradicating at least
21,000 hectares of coca to end the country's role in the narco trade, and he set this as a goal of his
administration," said one US official. "The manual eradication of coca is essential to reach this
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goal, along with interdiction and alternative development, and agreement with coca growers to halt
eradication of their illegal crop makes it impossible to achieve this any time soon."
Some analysts say that part of the motive for halting the eradication program might be to push
the US to increase its aid or to open its markets to help coca farmers make a living with alternative
crops. The US government finances and trains Peruvian coca-eradication brigades. It has also
budgeted US$65 million this year for alternative-development programs in Peru that are supposed
to promote substitute crops, find markets for products, and build infrastructure in areas where drug
crops are grown.
But a confidential report by Peru's comptroller general's office last year said that alternativedevelopment strategies and crop-substitution efforts have failed. The total area in Peru planted
with coca decreased by 70.5%, from 115,300 ha in 1995 to 34,000 in 2001. Last year, however, a US
government report said just 6,400 ha were eradicated.
Former Peruvian drug czar Ricardo Vega Llona said the slowdown was the result of the lack of
success in combating rural poverty.
Former UN adviser on Amazonian social and economic affairs Roger Rumrrill and Raul Serrano, a
sociologist specializing in the drug trade agreed. "The campesinos of the Peruvian Amazon do not
plant coca because they are in favor of drugs but because there are no other agricultural products"
that are guaranteed profitable, said Rumrrill. "They have promoted coffee, cacao, oil palm, some
exotic fruits like the camu-camu, but these products not only are less profitable, their prices are
unstable and their markets are complicated." Serrano said "the campesinos will continue planting
coca, despite all the repression the Peruvian government deploys, until some other crop can provide
the income they need to sustain their families."
"When coffee and cacao pay more than coca, we'll forget about coca," said Adrian Along Vindizus
of Marintari. "The profitability of legal agricultural crops in the Peruvian jungle is not only a market
problem. If it were, it would be enough to promote export crops, but it is also a problem of transport
costs," which are extremely high in that region, said Vega Llona. "The campesinos need roads to
move their crops at competitive prices. It is absurd that it is cheaper to transport a shipment to Lima
from New York than from Tocache, a jungle area just 850 km away."

Bush administration prepares to resume interdiction flights
On July 4, White House press secretary Ari Fleischer said President George W. Bush was leaning
toward approving the resumption of US-backed drug-interdiction flights in Latin America that
were suspended after pilots shot down a plane carrying US missionaries in April 2001 (see NotiSur,
2001-05-18, 2001-11-09). "The president has not yet made a formal decision on this matter, but the
president very much wants to take strong actions to fight drug and narcotics trafficking in South
America and Central America," Fleischer said. "He has received recommendations to resume this
program with new safeguards."
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Congress and the Bush administration both blamed inattention, loose procedures, and poor
communications for a Peruvian fighter pilot's decision to fire on the civilian plane, killing Veronica
Bowers and her infant daughter. The accident prompted some US legislators to demand that the
program be scrapped entirely. But the failure to stem the flow of cocaine into the US has led other
legislators to say the flights should be revived with tighter safeguards.
The CIA operated the program in Peru, while the US Customs Service ran the operation in
Colombia. The program calls for the US to identify and locate suspected drug planes and for
Colombian and Peruvian air force planes to shoot them down if they do not respond to calls to
land. CIA contract pilots no longer will fly the surveillance aircraft, and the CIA will have no role
in the interdiction operation beyond intelligence gathering. The New York Times reported July 4
the decision to shift program management to the State Department came after CIA director George
Tenet made it clear that his agency no longer wanted any part of the operation.
The CIA said last year that an Alabama-based contractor, Aviation Development, ran the program
on its behalf. But Aviation Development was actually a CIA front company, and public scrutiny of
the operation after the downing prompted the CIA to dissolve it, officials familiar with the program
said. Alabama state records show that Aviation Development was dissolved in January.
The New York Times said the Bush administration was already far along in its preparations for
resuming the air-interdiction program. Refurbished Cessna Citation surveillance jets that the CIA
operated in the program have been transferred to the State Department. Officials say that before
Bush could sign off on the program, he would have to notify Congress that the administration is
confident of adequate training and effective safety procedures. The State Department is moving
ahead with training now so it can assure Congress about the program soon after the president
formally notifies legislators, which he is expected to do in the fall. US officials said the governments
of both countries want the flights to resume.

-- End --
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